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An apparent crisis of youth at-risk is a key marker in contemporary debates about young people
among a range of intellectuals, social commentators and experts in various domains and centres of
expertise. Drawing on aspects of the reflexive modernization, governmentality and feminist
literatures, this paper explores how risk discourses emerge as a means for rendering reality
knowable—a technique that facilitates the management of individual biographies in institutionally
structured risk environments. In this context there is intellectual work to be done in the social
sciences that takes as its object the possibilities and limits of institutionalized intellectual abstraction
for problematizing youth via rationalities of risk—and the limits of these rationalities for providing
resources for governing our thoughts, actions and dispositions—our freedom.
Introduction
In the Anglo-European Liberal democracies at the start of the new millennium, the
so-called crisis of youth at-risk is a key marker in debates about young people among
educationalists, academics, social commentators, politicians, bureaucrats, religious
groups, (self-appointed) moral guardians and experts in various domains of expertise.
Against this background I intend to analyse the ways in which risk discourses emerge
as a means for rendering reality knowable—a means that relies heavily, but not solely,
on the social scientific expertise of new class intellectuals who claim some authority
in telling the truth about youth, about present realities and probable futures, about
the links between these different times and spaces and about the factors that place
transitions between these spaces at-risk. New class intellectuals, in this sense, are a
social grouping that is located in the ranks of the professions. As I will argue, this new
class comprises a grouping that works with largely normative abstractions that they
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construct and manipulate to make the reality of young people—education, training,
sexuality, homelessness, risk—knowable in ways that are translatable into the myriad
projects of government that take youth as their object. In the Anglo-European Liberal
democracies, schooling, as a process, and schools, as institutionalized spaces in which
diverse youth issues are imagined as being made governable, reflexively draw on these
abstractions to monitor, manage and educate heterogeneous populations of young
people.
I will argue that discourses of risk attempt to visit new forms of responsibility and
obligation on young people and their families to prudently manage present
behaviours and dispositions in order to ward off the possibility of future harm, danger
or uncertainty. Social scientific discourses suggest that capacity building in young
people, families, schools and their communities can be delivered via the fullest devel-
opment of intellectual faculties, capacities and dispositions. New class intellectual
expertise sees in this comportment the model for developing young people’s capaci-
ties for reason and self-reflection so that a range of institutionally structured risks
might be governed in ways that promise to minimize and/or reduce harm, danger or
uncertainty.
My intent in this paper is informed by a sense that the ethical and intellectual
projects of new class, institutionalized, intellectual expertise—and the ways in which
such expertise sets as its task the problematization of youth via discourses of risk—
ought itself be problematized in settings where ideas of crisis, danger and uncertainty
have worked to produce new governmental concerns about contemporary populations
of young people.
Youth at-risk: present behaviours, preferred futures
Withers and Batten’s (1995) review of the at-risk literature provides one avenue for
entering the extensive field of youth at-risk. This review identifies two central and
often ‘competing’ concerns within at-risk discourses. They identify, in the first
instance, a ‘humanistic intention’ that structures the identification and intervention
processes enabled by constructing youth at-risk. This intention is grounded in
concerns about harm, danger, care and support, for those young people who might be
at-risk. In the second instance, an ‘economic intention’ legitimates these attempts to
regulate youthful identities. This intention foregrounds the costs and the benefits—to
young people and families, but primarily to communities and the nation—of identi-
fying risk factors and populations at-risk, and of mobilizing certain interventions on
the basis of these identifications (Withers & Batten, 1995, pp. 5–6). Withers and
Batten (1995) suggest that these two intentions are not necessarily ‘conflicting or
contra-distinctive’. Rather, they point to a ‘competition for primacy’ between these
humanistic and economic concerns; a competition that can be identified in any
number of interventionist programmes that take as their object youth at-risk.
One example of where these concerns appear to co-exist and compete in at-risk
discourses can be found in Fenwick English’s (1988) foreword to Ogden and Germi-
nario’s The at-risk student. Here English suggests that occasionally it is necessary to
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
] a
t 1
7:4
4 0
2 O
cto
be
r 2
01
1 
Governing individualized risk biographies 41
‘explain why a book has been written. This one requires no such justification’ (1988,
p. xiii; original emphasis). The problems that at-risk students present for ‘parents,
teachers and school administrators’ are self-evident in statistics that English cites ‘from
news articles and editorials in the nation’s press’. These US statistics suggest that:
‘Student suicide has increased 140 percent; Teenage homicide increased 232 percent;
Juvenile delinquency rates rose by 131 percent; The illegitimate birth rate increased
by 141 percent’ (English, 1988, p. xiii). Against this backdrop of Youth in crisis,
English highlights nationwide calls ‘for dealing with at-risk students’, as a matter of
urgency lest this ‘most compelling agenda’ threatens ‘America’s position as a world
economic power’ (English, 1988, p. xiii; original emphasis).
The competing claims between a humanist concern for the treatment of disadvan-
taged or delinquent youth and the economic costs associated with the social problems
that youth at-risk represent also emerge in Ogden and Germinario’s (1988)
programme for school-based responses to the crises of students at-risk. Ogden and
Germinario (1988) identify students at-risk as those sections of the school population
who demonstrate ‘a lack of the necessary intellectual, emotional and/or social skills to
take full advantage of the educational opportunities available to them’ (p. xvii).
Ogden and Germinario suggest that all children, at different times, could be
conceived, in this sense, as being at-risk. However it is those children who
consistently display these lacks who constitute the ‘high risk’ school populations; the
populations who ‘become disenchanted, and ultimately openly or passively reject
school’ (Ogden & Germinario, 1988, p. xvii).
In order to maximize the schooling opportunities and outcomes for all students,
Ogden and Germinario (1988) argue that school administrators and educational
experts need to identify, then ‘control’ and ‘eliminate’ the ‘effects of those factors
which limit the learning and potential of children’ (p. xvii). This process of identifi-
cation and intervention is justified on a number of grounds. Ogden and Germinario
(1988) argue that the identification of the factors which place students at-risk is an
equity issue. ‘Disaffected students’ constitute an identifiable population, marked in
this instance by deficit, which requires ‘specialized programs to truly benefit from
their educational experience’ (Ogden & Germinario, 1988, p. xvii).
The second ground for mobilizing processes for identifying at-risk students
concerns the sorts of (causal) relationships that can be constructed between a ‘variety
of social problems’ and an ‘inadequate education’. Here, Ogden and Germinario
(1988) argue for a form of cost–benefit analysis that indicates that in the long term the
‘cost of poor schooling may be significantly higher than the costs associated with good
schooling’ (p. xvii). For Ogden and Germinario, the truth of the matter is that a
‘poorly educated person is more likely to require social welfare and institutional
services and is increasingly more likely to be involved in the legal system as a result of
criminal activities’ (1988, p. xvii).
In the third instance, Ogden and Germinario (1988) argue that schools are increas-
ingly positioned, within various official and popular discourses, as being responsible
for the ‘teaching of essential life skills that were traditionally within the domain of
family and church’ (p. xviii). The need to identify those factors that place student
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involvement at-risk is, in this context, set against a backdrop of changes in family
structures wherein: 
parents of at least 40 percent of the children born this year will divorce. One in four girls
will become pregnant at least once during her high school years. Only one in one thousand
college freshmen [sic] women plans a career as a homemaker. (Ogden & Germinario,
1988, p. xviii)
Finally, argue Ogden and Germinario (1988), this process of identification and inter-
vention is justified by the fact that ‘disaffected or at-risk students have potentially
negative effects on the attitude, behaviour and achievement of other students’
(p. xviii). Such sentiments, facts and intervention strategies can be found in any
number of new class abstractions of the problem of youth at-risk (see, for example,
Batten & Russell, 1995; Davidson & Linnoila, 1991; Panel on High Risk Youth,
1993; Colthart, 1996; for a critique of a number of these abstractions, see Castel,
1991; Swadener and Lubeck, 1995; Roman, 1996; Kelly, 1999, 2000a, b, c).
These diverse discourses of youth at-risk have in common an investment in forms
of probabilistic thinking about certain preferred or ideal adult futures and the present
behaviours and dispositions of youth. As I have argued elsewhere (Kelly, 2000a, b,
c), youth is an artefact of a history of diverse ways of thinking about the behaviours
and dispositions of those who are neither child nor adult. As an artefact of expertise
youth is principally about becoming; becoming an adult, becoming a citizen, becoming
independent, becoming autonomous, becoming mature, becoming responsible. There is
some sense in which all constructions of youth defer to this narrative of becoming, of
transition. There is also a sense in which becoming automatically invokes the future.
Youth, as it is constructed in at-risk discourses, is at-risk of jeopardizing, through
present behaviours and dispositions, desired futures. This sort of probabilistic
thinking attempts to construct a series of causal relationships between these different
configurations of time and space. These possible futures are fundamentally normative.
There is a strong sense here that there are preferred futures awaiting these populations
in transition. Discourses of risk provoke this normative epistemology.
New class intellectuals and the reflexive government of youth at-risk
The discourses of youth at-risk are framed by a sense that the fullest development of
youthful and adult potential is jeopardized by a range of factors. The capacity to
reflect on and problematize present behaviours and attitudes in relation to possible
future consequences is, itself, seen as a risk factor for certain populations of young
people. Hopes invested in these capacities suggest that capacity-building will produce
individuals, groups, schools and communities that can prudently manage the contin-
gencies and uncertainties of institutionally generated risk environments.
Much of the social scientific discourses that construct certain populations of young
people in terms of being at-risk position these young people in terms of deficiencies
and deficits, deviance and delinquency. Beth Swadener and Sally Lubeck (1995), for
instance, argue that in many respects the pervasive discourses of risk are re articulations,
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by both ‘conservative’ and ‘left-liberal’ intellectuals, of the discourse of ‘cultural deficit’
that ‘locates problems or “pathologies” in individuals, families and communities rather
than in institutional structures that create and maintain inequality’ (p. 3). Within these
scholarly at-risk discourses, Swadener and Lubeck (1995) identify a ‘long history’ of
intellectual Othering from both the Right and the Left. Underpinning this history is
an assumption of ‘the need to correct or at least take into account’, the deficits of the
poor in those processes of surveillance and intervention that mark attempts to govern
the behaviours and dispositions of these populations (Swadener & Lubeck, 1995, p. 3;
see also Lubeck & Garrett, 1990).
Michelle Fine (1994) also highlights the role that intellectual expertise plays in the
construction of the so-called ‘underclass’ of poor adults and children, as Others. She
cites from Michael Katz’s (1993) analysis of the role of social scientific discourses in
constructing and encoding a division between the ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ poor.
Much of this discourse, argues Fine (1994), works to ‘insinuate’ specific ‘moral
boundaries of deservingness’ in research and policy representations that are appropri-
ated by diverse groups in a manner that helps us to ‘believe that we can distinguish
(and serve) those who are “deserving” and neglect honorably those who are “unde-
serving” and poor’ (p. 74). These Others who are ‘banished’ to the margins of official
and popular discourses can then be constructed as ‘unworthy, dangerous, and
immoral, or as pitiable, victimized, and damaged’ (Fine, 1994, p. 74). The ‘imperi-
alism of such scholarship is evident’ when we consider whose ‘lives get displayed’,
whose ‘stories are surrounded by “compensatory” theory’ and whose ‘dirty linen’ gets
‘protected’ (Fine, 1994, p. 73). As Fine (1994) argues, there is a sense in which much
social scientific scholarship (Conservative and Left/Liberal) colludes, often by
omission, in reproducing the poor as the dysfunctional Other to a privileged (white)
‘normal’, ‘rational’, ‘transcendental’ subject: 
Protected then, twice, by the absence of social surveillance—in welfare offices, from
public agencies, through social researchers—and the absence of a scholarly discourse on
their dysfunctionality, the elite, with their ‘new class’ academic colleagues, retain a
corpus of social science material that fingers Them while it powders the faces of Us.
(Fine, 1994, p. 73)
These twin processes of rendering visible the behaviours and dispositions of the poor,
of the ‘working class lads’ and ‘girls’ (Willis, 1977; McRobbie, 1978), the ‘louts and
legends’ (Walker, 1988) in various contexts via the practice of intellectual abstrac-
tion—and, by omission, the rendering invisible of the behaviours and dispositions of
those groups who are able to privatize their dysfunctionality—generates a range of
tensions for the intellectual practice of constructing youth via risk rationalities.
Valerie Walkerdine (1997) addresses a number of these tensions in exploring her
position as a Left, new class intellectual. By way of illustrating these tensions
Walkerdine argues that the assumption by Left intellectuals in Cultural Studies, for
instance, of an ‘active resisting audience’, is of a similar order to the ‘mainstream’
assumption of a ‘docile, easily manipulable mass mind’ (1997, p. 15). What is at
work here are processes of middle-class projection onto a mass working class of
‘fantasies of Otherness which invest the class with everything which is either, good
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and revolutionary, or bad and reactionary’. Walkerdine ‘suspects’ that these projec-
tions are indeed ‘poles of the same fantasy’ (1997, pp. 15–16). These fantasies of
the mind of the masses have a long history in diverse forms of intellectual abstrac-
tion; a lineage that Walkerdine (1997) traces through the emergence of social
psychology and Freudian psychoanalysis, and the Frankfurt School’s Marxist
account of the rise of Fascism and Nazism as being ‘linked to particular forms of
personality: a psychopathology of the masses’ (p. 17). This work on the mind of the
masses was also, as Walkerdine argues, to be found in Marxist accounts of ideology
and the formation of working-class consciousness. The masses, in this fantasy, had
to be transformed in order to conceive of themselves as a class ‘which was conscious
of the exploitation and oppression which formed it’ (Walkerdine, 1997, p. 17).
Only then would such a class be ‘capable of facing and transforming the conditions
of its oppression’ (p. 17). Walkerdine’s (1997) engagement with these essentially
middle-class projections onto the working class provoked a strong sense that: 
this Marxist idea demonstrated not the least interest in ordinary working people who did
not display the necessary self knowledge, and that it implicitly therefore blamed such
people for their own oppression. Furthermore, in practical terms there had always to be
a group of others whose job it was to make people see, to understand their own position.
This role is usually taken by the middle-class intellectual left, for whom ordinary working people
are always potentially the solution and always actually the problem. (1997, pp. 17–18;
emphasis added)
The Left intellectual practices that generated subcultural theories of youth are a case
in point. Walkerdine (1997) argues that the intellectual Left, in producing
subcultural studies of youthful resistance, demonstrated an ambivalence to the work-
ing classes that they took as the objects of their investigations. This objectification of
the masses, and the abstractions employed by these new class intellectuals, suggested
that they were ‘only interested in those aspects of cultural production which could
be understood as subversive of, and resistant to, the status quo’ (Walkerdine, 1997,
p. 19). This tendency, suggests Walkerdine, is evident in the ‘fascination for, and
fetishization of, the Other’; where these Others are ‘working class youth resisting
through rituals, anti-school lads and safety-pinned punks’ (Walkerdine, 1997, p. 19).
The reference here is to the work of Hall and Jefferson (1976), Hebdige (1979) and
Willis (1977), who had significant influence on framing educational debates and
discourses in the Anglo European democracies during the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s.
These new class abstractions sought to identify the reality of youthful experiences as
these experiences shaped the engagement of diverse, often marginalized, populations
of young people with the institutions of education.
Walkerdine’s (1997) engagement with new class Left intellectual practices
provoked a sense that her working-class childhood lacked any of the markers of ‘exotic
sub-cultural resistance that cultural studies wanted to find’ (p. 19). For Walkerdine,
this lack had the effect of making ‘me feel dully conformist and once more to see my
life as worthless’ (1997, p. 20). The tensions provoked by Walkerdine’s step up into
new class intellectual spaces can be understood in ways other than as the idiosyncratic
inadequacies of one individual getting above herself. It might be more appropriate to
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see in such responses certain historical tensions generated by new class Left intellec-
tual constructions of, investments in, and assumptions about the masses. Walkerdine
(1997) suggests that, historically, certain new class intellectual fantasies of the
working class have been mobilized for particular purposes. These purposes include
(crudely put); ‘to regulate the workers, to produce the revolution, to combat a
political pessimism, to show that the working classes were not duped, to allay the fears
of the masses taking over’ (Walkerdine, 1997, p. 25). A common logic underpins
these diverse accounts of the mind of the masses. These processes of intellectual
knowledge production are fundamentally framed by a transformative logic. Within
this logic there is a sense that mass consciousness and working-class culture are
marked by a deficit or lack. The identification and construction of these lacks then
becomes the impetus for transformative interventions into the lifeworlds of the
masses in order that these deficits might be overcome.
Within transformed practices and spaces of regulation there are moves to normalize
youth as rational, choice-making citizens (to-be), who are responsible for their future
life chances through the choices they make with regard to school, career, relation-
ships, substance use, and so on. At the same time there are increasingly sophisticated
attempts to differentiate among youthful populations, via the identification of the
factors that place at-risk those capacities of the self that can effect a secure transition
to these preferred futures. Risk, as the double of social and private insurance, is a tech-
nique that promises to make these new practices of prudentialism concrete
(O’Malley, 1996). This is a powerful promise. The techniques of risk, its objective,
scientific identification, measurement and calculation, and its competing humanistic
and economic concerns, promise to render uncertain futures thinkable in ways that
provoke prudent, choice-making subjects to be responsible for the consequences of
their own behaviours and dispositions.
As a technique that promises to render government operable risk works to ‘respon-
sibilize’ (Burchell, 1996) both youth and the family. Youthful subjects are
constructed as responsible for future life chances, choices and options within institu-
tionally structured risk environments. These processes of responsibilization compel
young people and their families to prudently manage the institutionally structured
and dependent risks of their own DIY project of the self (Kelly, 2001). The future
consequences of past and present choices about schooling, diet, sexuality and
substance use are outcomes for which young people are responsible. However, they
are not solely responsible. The family, as the setting of nurturance, care and child/
adolescent development is increasingly responsibilized for the care of the youthful
self. Gordon Tait (1995) has argued that, ‘in effect, the character of the “at-risk
youth” is used as the pretext for modifying and expanding the boundaries and respon-
sibilities of the pedagogic family’ (p. 133). The pedagogic Family (Donzelot, 1979),
with the assistance of the truths produced by various forms of expertise (about the
raising of children and adolescents), is responsible for making the right choices for the
sake of the children. Youth and families, by adopting, freely and by choice, the prac-
tices of the responsible self, can attempt to ward off the uncertainty and risks of the
present and the future. Those families and young people whose behaviours and
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dispositions fall outside of the boundaries of the normal are those that are at-risk in
these settings.
In the following sections I want to explore the practise of intellectual abstraction
that takes place within the institutionalized spaces of a more reflexive modernity. I
will locate the work practices of new class intellectuals in institutionalized environ-
ments that give rise to normative understandings of youth, of risk, and of forms of
self-hood likely to provide insurance against the risks identified and calculated
through the activities of these new class intellectuals.
New class intellectuals, institutionalized processes of abstraction and youth 
studies
Youth Studies is a diverse, far from harmonious or homogeneous discursive, terrain.
The institutionally structured domain of Youth Studies is populated by psychologists,
sociologists, cultural theorists, criminologists, educational theorists, feminists, post-
modernists and poststructuralists. The institutionalized intellectuality embodied in
Youth Studies expertise travels across and constitutes this domain for a variety of
purposes—professed and implied (Tait, 1992, 1993; Wyn & White, 1997).
Expertise in Youth Studies takes youth as its object—a simple enough statement.
Yet youth is problematized, made visible, rendered knowable, commented upon,
researched, taken apart and reconstituted for diverse purposes. Youth is problema-
tized in the service of empowerment and emancipation—variously understood. Youth
are made knowable so that they might be educated—differently, better, to the same
level as normal youth. Youth is researched so that their desires, motivations, identities,
subjectivities, intelligence, performance, resiliency, delinquency and/or aggression
might be identified, noted, calculated and measured. All in the service of ends as
diverse as increased school retention rates, smoother transitions between school and
work, safer sex practices, less drug use, increased employability, crime prevention and
the avoidance, minimization or reduction of risk (Kelly, 2000a, b, c).
Yet who are the intellectually trained who are integral to these processes by which
youth at-risk are made known? Rob Watts (1993/94) provides a useful account a
number of the themes that are important in this discussion. Watts (1993/94) is
concerned with understanding what it is about the conditions of modernity that has
called up new forms of governmentality (Foucault, 1991). The ‘true pathos’ of moder-
nity, argues Watts, can be found in the ‘response of the chief architects of modernity
to what they have helped to make’ (1993/94, p. 126). Governmentalities, in their
historically variable manifestations, are marked by ‘attempts to manage the fragmen-
tation endemic to modernity’ (Watts, 1993/94, p. 126). Modernity is dynamic, unset-
tling and disintegrative of traditional modes of social organization; including the
modes of sociality distinctive of modernity (Beck et al., 1994). Yet it is so largely
through the practices of abstraction and intellectuality where these practices pene-
trate, colonize and constitute all areas of life, natural and social. The problems of
social order and integration; of the regulation of populations of young people in this
instance, which are endemic as a consequence of modernity, then become the field of
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action in which forms of abstraction and intellectuality are deployed as distinctive
modes of government.
As Watts (1993/94) argues, the issue here is that, over the past 200 years in partic-
ular, ‘scientific and professional discourses about our bodies, our minds and our rela-
tionships to each other and society’ (p. 120), have worked to produce ‘distinctive
forms of governmentality’ (p. 126). Doctors, health professionals, lawyers, social and
youth workers, teachers, statisticians, ‘psy’ scientists and many other experts in vari-
ous centres of expertise have, in these processes of ‘intellectually grounded’ knowl-
edge production, constantly reformulated ideas about, among other things, ‘badness,
madness, youth, health, education and sexuality’: all this in a manner determined by
the ‘application of certain tenets and procedures which claim reason or reality as their
guide’ (p. 120).
This argument points, then, to the ‘generalized impact’, in contemporary social
formations, ‘of the once marginalized and somewhat restricted activities and
dispositions of the intellectually trained’ (Watts, 1994/94, p. 133). Watts (1993/94)
characterizes the intellectually trained, in part, as that diverse, rather loose group of
people ‘who possess literacy, numeracy, mastery of one or more discursive forms, and
the capacity to work in genres’ (p. 134). This group has achieved a central importance
in the attempts to manage the fragmentation and abstraction that characterizes
modernity. This sort of impact is certainly evident in the discursive processes that
construct young people in terms of risk—and that emerge from the institutional
spaces characteristic of modernity. The reflexive modernization literature is useful in
understanding these processes because it enables a focus on the radicalized processes
of reflexivity that are generated in and by institutionalized processes of expert knowl-
edge production (Giddens, 1990, 1991; Beck et al., 1994). This institutionalized
intellectual expertise structures processes that produce institutionally dependent
biographies. Institutionally dependent biographies facilitate the emergence of an
apparently increasingly risky stage of the life course called youth.
Risk discourses are generated within institutionalized processes of intellectual
abstraction. Departments of Education, Local Authorities and Schools are exemplars
of these institutional forms that reflexively monitor the behaviours and dispositions of
young people. Such institutions increasingly contract in the social and behavioural
scientific expertise that promises to produce the abstractions that will enable youth to
be educated, managed and regulated. Giddens (1991) argues that a distinguishing
characteristic of modern institutions is ‘not so much their size, or their bureaucratic
character; but rather ‘the concentrated reflexive monitoring they both permit and
entail’ (p. 16). One consequence of this reflexive monitoring of various environments
of human interaction, which includes the institutional practices and processes that
enable this monitoring, is the prominence of ‘institutionally structured risk environ-
ments’ (Giddens, 1991, p. 117). Risk is fundamentally concerned with constructing
some sense of ‘future happenings’, as these possible futures are related in particular
ways to ‘present practices’ (Giddens, 1991, p. 117). Diverse configurations of time–
space, and the reflexivity generated by the penetration and constitution of everyday
lifeworlds by processes of abstraction, provoke a general concern with the ‘control of
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time’. Risk, in this sense, is about the ‘colonisation of the future’ (Giddens, 1991, p. 111;
original emphasis). Within this increasingly generalized phenomenon of institution-
alized reflexivity, the future emerges as a ‘new terrain—a territory of counterfactual
possibility’. The unknowable future becomes a domain amenable to colonization by
‘risk calculation’ (Giddens, 1991, p. 111).
What we witness in the production of ideas about youth and risk are reflexive
processes that are generated from a range of settings, purposes and rationalities, and
which take youth as their object. In so doing they constitute youth as a ‘risky’ stage of
institutionally dependent biographies (Beck, 1992). The risks for the DIY Self under
these conditions are increasingly individualized. As Beck (1992) argues, the ‘floodgates
are opened wide for the subjectivization and individualization of risks and contradic-
tions produced by institutions and society’ (p. 136). These institutionally generated
risk environments, and the consequences they have for individual biographies, emerge
as ‘no longer just events and conditions’ that are visited upon individuals. Rather, these
risks are the ‘consequences of the decisions they themselves have made’ (Beck, 1992, p. 136;
original emphasis). Schools are institutionalized risk environments. Young people’s
patterns of drug use are shaped in institutionalized risk environments. The mobiliza-
tion of youth at-risk discourses in these and other environments is illustrative of
processes that seek to make young people and their families responsible for the prudent
management of the risks for the DIY self that are generated in these environments.
This reading of aspects of the reflexive modernization literature is suggestive of produc-
tive intersections with the governmentality literature. What is of interest here is that
in contemporary settings a range of ‘risk rationalities’ (Dean, 1999) emerge as central
to the task of rendering reality thinkable in ways that promise to make the government
of individualized risk biographies possible.
Governing youth at-risk: hybrid knowledges
In the literature that has emerged around Foucault’s (1991) ideas about Liberal arts
of government and governmentality, intellectually trained expertise is positioned as
playing a pivotal role in problematizing the real in ways that promise to make Liberal
and advanced Liberal government possible. In this literature intellectual expertise is
conceived as being largely responsible for enabling the surveillance and regulation of
populations within a complex assemblage of often complimentary and competing
rationalities—including, in this instance, ideas about risk, ‘normal’ transitions,
economy, insurance and responsibility.
Government, here, is understood as comprising a series of multiple, often
competing, often contradictory strategies and programmes aiming to guide, encour-
age, provoke, incite or deter a range of behaviours and dispositions across various
settings in a population that is constructed in relation to diverse problems of govern-
ment (Foucault, 1991). Youth Studies, from this perspective, emerges as a domain
of expertise that makes the invisible visible in ways that promise to provide solutions
to the problems of governing youth. For Rose (1996a, b), the rise and role of exper-
tise is fundamental to understanding how nineteenth-century and twentieth-century
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Liberalism, as a problematization of the art of government, is ‘rendered operable’.
Rose (1996a) argues that expertise, understood as ‘authority arising out of a claim
to knowledge, to neutrality and to efficacy’ (p. 39), was increasingly mobilized
within the practices of Liberal government. This mobilization rested on the ‘capac-
ity of various knowledgeable persons’ to make concrete the Liberal arts of govern-
ment within the ‘sanctity’ of those oppositions that marked out the ‘necessary limits
of political authority’ (Rose, 1996a, p. 39). This capacity found expression in the
‘truths produced and disseminated by the positive sciences of economics, statistics,
sociology, medicine, biology, psychiatry and psychology’ (Rose, 1996a, p. 39).
Moreover this capacity was embodied in the ‘rise of the expert figures of the scien-
tist, the engineer, the civil servant and the bureaucrat’. The increasing demand for
expertise, for knowledgable persons with the capacity to authoritatively manage and
regulate populations across various configurations of time and space, produced ‘new
techniques for the ethical formation and capacitation’ of such persons (Rose, 1996a,
p. 39). Here we see the rise of the professions, of professional training and of prac-
tices and techniques of education capable of providing such intellectual training
(Rose & Miller, 1992).
For Rose (1996a) early modern Liberal problematics of rule can be ‘characterised
by the hopes that they invest in the subjects of government’ (p. 45). Philosophical,
moral, legal and political conceptions of the citizen invest in the Citizen Subject
certain notions of ‘freedom, liberty and rights’, which ‘are to be respected’ in so far
as they fall outside of the legitimate realm of ‘political or legal regulation’ (Rose,
1996a, p. 45). This construction of a realm of the social beyond the direct reach of
laws and decrees, the space of freedom, requires that Liberal practices of government
become ‘dependent upon devices (schooling, the domesticated family, the lunatic
asylum, the reformatory prison)’ that have the capacities (ideally) to ‘create individ-
uals who do not need to be governed by others, but will govern themselves, master
themselves, care for themselves’ (Rose, 1996a, p. 45). Increasingly this government
of the self is conceived and practised in domains that mark the normal via the
construction of the abnormal; a process enabled via the reflexive circulation of
discipline-based, intellectually grounded knowledge.
The reflexive generation of knowledges, about youth, about risk and about
economic forms of government, come together in a range of strategies that aim to
guide young people at-risk in more effective and efficient ways. The reflexive consti-
tution of knowledges by Youth Studies expertise intersects here with management,
service delivery and budget knowledges to produce hybridized knowledges about the
guidance and government of youth and their families. These hybridized knowledges
might draw on and transform a range of psychological and sociological knowledges
on youth, on their identities, development, sexuality, cognitive and moral reasoning,
and/or relationships with authority. Here knowledges produced by Neo Marxist
Youth Studies intellectuals about postmodern youthful subjectivities and difference
might emerge, for example, in a hybridized form in governmental programmes
designed to keep young people at school, prevent crime or reduce the risks of
transitions between school and employment. All in a manner that promises efficient
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and effective means for making the government of youth at-risk possible—so that
uncertainty and insecurity might be managed, minimized.
These processes of hybridization are often contested, mediated, messy and
contradictory. They open up and close off possibilities for the regulation of young
people. They are reflexive in the sense that their outcomes are uncertain, provi-
sional and contested. They are submitted to continual processes of review, evalua-
tion and audit. These processes of audit often mobilize rationalities that exist in
tension with the knowledges and purposes implied and professed by intellectual
expertise in the domain of Youth Studies. Mitchell Dean (1999) identifies these
processes as ‘reflexive governmentality’—a rationality of government in which the
ends, the subjects and the techniques of government are continually problematized
against a whole series of expertly identified and calculated risks. Here risk manage-
ment and minimization—via individual, community and institutional capacity for
responsible, rational deliberation and action—emerges as a governmental end
across all aspects and arenas of human being-in-the-world—local and global. In
these settings it matters little that youth is constructed within different intellectual
and political frameworks, or with different intents and purposes. Cultural and
policy contexts that are structured by uncertainty, fear and anxiety provoke
‘dangerous’ (Foucault, 1983) possibilities in the regulation and surveillance of
young people. Dangerous in the sense that the restless problematizing of youth
within contexts of uncertainty energises increasingly sophisticated processes of
surveillance, identification and intervention. At the start of the twenty-first century,
the possibility of certainty is promised by new class intellectuals who seek to render
youth, in all its diversity and complexity, knowable and governable in more ‘sophis-
ticated’ ways (White, 1993). This promise of sophistication structures the practise
of Youth Studies as it seeks legitimacy for its claims to tell the truths of youth;
truths that are mobilized in diverse governmental programmes with uncertain, and
often unintended, consequences for the regulation of young minds and bodies
(Kelly, 2000a, b, c).
Conclusion
Processes of intellectual abstraction about the factors that place youth at-risk are
marked by processes of ‘reflexivity’ that aim to better tell the truth of youth in settings
characterized by uncertainty. Here, admittedly diverse social scientific rationalities
foreground narratives of scholarship, science and of progress towards certainty with
regard to the truth of youth at-risk. Youth Studies emerges from, is grounded in and
values, above all other forms of human agency, the capacity for intellectual reason-
ing. As Ian Hunter (1994) suggests, intellectuals in the social sciences and humani-
ties (of varying political and ethical persuasions) exemplify and embody the apparent
benefits conveyed by the fullest development of intellectual faculties, capacities and
dispositions—a development that is to be delivered primarily within the institution-
alized spaces of schools. In the case of Youth Studies, intellectual expertise sees in
this comportment the model for developing young people’s capacities for reason and
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self-reflection. These comportments, behaviours and dispositions characterize a
social grouping that becomes dominant during the history of modernity—but more
so with the explosion of schools and university-based intellectual training post-
World War 2. The practise of a social scientific rationality, and its claims to tell
certain generalizable, verifiable and transferable truths about youth, has, I have
argued, a range of profound consequences for how we come to problematize and
know youth.
This particular critique of the practise of institutionalized intellectual abstraction,
and the consequences, intended or otherwise, for various populations of young
people is not unique. As I have suggested certain versions of feminism (for example,
Fine, 1994; Walkerdine, 1997) and postmodernism (for example, Bauman, 1990)
have provided powerful recent critiques of the scientific rationalities that structure
most directly the work of intellectuals in the academy, and then indirectly views of
knowledge, self-hood and agency in diverse settings outside of the academy. There is,
of course, a longer history on which these more recent critiques draw. Sam Whimster
and Scott Lash (1987), for instance, identify recent appropriations of the work of
Weber, as contributing to discussions about ‘the extent to which science and rational-
ity can be a resource for directing our lives’. In this context we are confronted with a
range of problems—both technical and political—related to the possibilities and
limits of/for ‘freedom and control in a world of rationalized structures of government,
technology and work’ (p. 5).
There can be no unregulated spaces. The nature of our present is such that institu-
tionalized intellectual expertise will continue to appropriate, or be given, the task of
rendering reality knowable in ways that promise to make government possible.
Government will continue to be a reflexive process, marked both by intended and
unintended consequences, by complimentary and competing rationalities, and by
contested claims to tell the truth about youth, risk, economy, preferred futures and
how to manage transitions to these spaces of uncertainty.
In this context there is intellectual work to be done in the social sciences that takes
as its object the possibilities and limits of institutionalized intellectual abstraction for
problematizing youth via rationalities of risk—and the limits of these rationalities for
providing resources for governing our thoughts, actions and dispositions—our freedom
(Rose, 1999).
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